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The landmark trial of two former military officers who face charges of sexual and domestic slavery
and forced disappearances began on Feb. 1 in Guatemala’s High Risk Court A. This marks the first
time—ever and anywhere—that a national court has heard charges of sexual slavery committed
during an armed conflict.
Eleven Mayan Q’eqchí women from the tiny hamlet of Sepur Zarco, in the eastern department of
Izabal, gave harrowing accounts of how they were forced to cook, clean and submit to systematic
rape by soldiers from a nearby military outpost.
“They [the soldiers] would send us to the river to wash their clothes. They would come after us and
rape us,” one of the witnesses said.
Former base commander Esteelmer Reyes Girón and former regional military commissioner
Heriberto Valdez Asij are accused of ordering and allowing the rape, enslavement, forced
disappearance, and murder of non-combatants, all crimes against humanity that are exempt from
Guatemala’s amnesty law (NotiCen, March 19, 1998, and Oct. 29, 1998).
The victims were abducted and enslaved in 1982, during the 1982-1983 dictatorship of Efraín
Ríos Montt, who was convicted of genocide and crimes against humanity in 2013 and now faces a
retrial after the verdict was overturned on a technicality (NotiCen, Aug. 2, 2012, and Jan. 23, 2014).
Although short-lived, Ríos Montt’s de facto rule was one of the bloodiest phases of the Guatemalan
armed conflict, as the armed forces intensified their onslaught against indigenous communities
believed to be harboring guerrilla combatants.
According to the Historical Clarification Commission (Comisión para el Esclarecimiento Histórico,
CEH), rape was selectively used by the armed forces against women belonging to guerrilla
organizations until 1979. However, by the 1980s, it was systematically applied against indigenous
civilian populations. The CEH recorded 1,465 cases of rape committed during Guatemala’s 36-yearconflict (1960-1996); 80% of the victims were indigenous.
During the opening hearing on Feb. 1, prosecutor Hilda Pineda said that sexual violence had been
used as “a weapon of war” against the civilian population. Three Mayan Q’eqchí men testified that
soldiers separated men and women so that the women could be gang raped by soldiers.

Protected witness identifies officers
On Feb. 5, a protected witness, testifying via video link from an undisclosed location, identified
Reyes Girón as the man who ordered these crimes. “The commander gave the orders. In this case,
it was Mr. Esteelmer; it was he who gave them… Women were being used as slaves and were
being raped,” he said. “The soldiers arrived because the landowners wanted them there; they were
confiscating peasants’ land and they [the peasants] were organizing to obtain title deeds.”
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The witnesses pointed to Reyes Girón, who wore a black jacket and yellow shirt, and identified him
as “Mr. Esteelmer.”
On Feb. 4, a new name emerged during the trial, after Domingo Chuc, the 14th witness called by the
prosecution, mentioned an individual known as “Lieutenant Ovalle” as “the one giving orders.”
Chuc said that Valdez Asij rounded up civilians and sent them from Sepur Zarco to the Tinajas
military outpost and that he repeatedly heard people mention “Lieutenant Ovalle,” whom he saw
only once.
Chuc also said he was forced to join the Patrullas de Autodefensa Civil (Civil Defense Patrols, PAC),
the paramilitary groups created by the Army between 1981 and 1982 that were responsible for some
of the worst atrocities committed under the Ríos Montt dictatorship.

Who is ‘Lieutenant Ovalle’?
Although prosecutor Hilda Pineda says that “Lieutenant Ovalle” has yet to be identified, the
investigation into a massive forced-disappearance case in the department of Cobán might shed light
on his identity.
Two weeks before the Sepur Zarco trial began, 18 military officers were arrested in connection to
massacres and forced disappearances committed during the 1980s. Of those arrested, 14 are charged
with forced disappearance and torture in relation to a mass grave containing the remains of 533
bodies from 84 clandestine graves discovered in 2012 in a former military base in Cobán. Among
those detained were a retired colonel named Juan Ovalle Salazar, and the Army’s former chief
of staff, Manuel Benedicto Lucas García, the brother of dictator Fernando Romeo Lucas García
(1978-1982).
During the investigation, prosecutors also zeroed in on Edgar Ovalle Maldonado, one of the retired
Army officers who founded the Convergence Party (Frente de Convergencia Nacional, FCN), which
brought Guatemala’s new president, Jimmy Morales, to power in 2015. They requested that Ovalle
Maldonado be stripped of his prosecutorial immunity as a lawmaker so that he could face charges
for his alleged participation in the Cobán case. However, on Jan. 28, the Supreme Court ruled that
there were no grounds for Ovalle’s prosecution.
Forensic experts ascertained that the Cobán victims came from various parts of the country,
suggesting that the site might have been an interrogation and detention center. Many of the bodies
were blindfolded, with their hands and feet tied, suggesting they were executed. Some had gunshot
wounds or broken bones that had been healed and re-broken, suggesting they were tortured before
being executed. Attorney General Thelma Aldana has referred to the case as “one of the biggest
cases of forced disappearances in Latin America.”
The remaining four of the 18 military officers arrested in January were charged in relation to the
forced disappearance of 14-year-old Marco Antonio Molina Theissen. The boy was kidnapped by
members of the intelligence section of the military in 1981 in retaliation for his family’s activism as
opponents of the Lucas García dictatorship. Among those charged is Francisco Gordillo Martínez, a
retired colonel who was one of the three members of the military junta led by Ríos Montt.
Meanwhile, the Ríos Montt retrial on charges of genocide and crimes against humanity faced yet
another setback in January after it was suspended to allow the court to resolve outstanding legal
petitions.
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Erika Guevara-Rosas, Americas director at Amnesty International, accused the Guatemalan
authorities of “playing a cruel game with the victims of the tens of thousands of people who were
tortured, killed, disappeared, and forcibly displaced under his command, and their relatives.”

-- End --
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